
Thai elephants 
face virus crisis 
BANGKOK: Underfed and chained up for endless
hours, many elephants working in Thailand’s tourism
sector may starve, be sold to zoos or be shifted into
the illegal logging trade, campaigners warn, as the
coronavirus decimates visitor numbers. Before the
virus, life for the kingdom’s estimated 2,000 ele-
phants working in tourism was already stressful,
with abusive methods often used to ‘break them’
into giving rides and performing tricks at money-
spinning animal shows.

With global travel paralyzed the animals are un-
able to pay their way, including the 300 kilograms
(660 pounds) of food a day a captive elephant
needs to survive. Elephant camps and conserva-
tionists warn hunger and the threat of renewed ex-
ploitation lie ahead, without an urgent bailout. “My
boss is doing what he can but we have no money,”
Kosin, a mahout - or elephant handler - says of the
Chiang Mai camp where his elephant Ekkasit is liv-
ing on a restricted diet.

Chiang Mai is Thailand’s northern tourist hub,
an area of rolling hills dotted by elephant camps
and sanctuaries ranging from the exploitative to
the humane. Footage sent to AFP from another
camp in the area shows lines of elephants tethered
by a foot to wooden poles, some visibly distressed,
rocking their heads back and forth. Around 2,000
elephants are currently “unemployed” as the virus
eviscerates Thailand’s tourist industry, says Theer-
apat Trungprakan, president of the Thai Elephant
Alliance Association.

The lack of cash is limiting the fibrous food avail-
able to the elephants “which will have a physical ef-
fect”, he added. Wages for the mahouts who look
after them have dropped by 70 percent. Theerapat

fears the creatures could soon be used in illegal log-
ging activities along the Thai-Myanmar border - in
breach of a 30-year-old law banning the use of ele-
phants to transport wood. Others “could be forced
(to beg) on the streets,” he said. It is yet another twist
in the saga of the exploitation of elephants, which an-
imal rights campaigners have long been fighting to
protect from the abusive tourism industry.

Crisis point’ 
For those hawking a once-in-a-lifetime experi-

ence with the giant creatures - whether from afar or
up close - the slump began in late January. Chinese
visitors, who make up the majority of Thailand’s 40
million tourists, plunged by more than 80 percent in

February as China locked down cities hard-hit by
the virus and banned external travel. By March, the
travel restrictions into Thailand - which has 1,388
confirmed cases of the virus - had extended to
Western countries.  With elephants increasingly
malnourished due to the loss of income, the situation
is “at a crisis point,” says Saengduean Chailert,
owner of Elephant Nature Park. Her sanctuary for
around 80 rescued pachyderms only allows visitors
to observe the creatures, a philosophy at odds with
venues that have them performing tricks and offer-
ing rides. She has organized a fund to feed elephants
and help mahouts in almost 50 camps nationwide,
fearing the only options will soon be limited to zoos,
starvation or logging work. — AFP  

LONDON: Prince Harry and his wife Meghan for-
mally step down as senior members of the British
royal family yesterday, as they start a controversial
new life in the United States. The couple has already
relocated to California, according to reports, after an-
nouncing in January that they intended to quit royal
life and “work to become financially independent”.

The decision means they will no longer carry out
duties on behalf of Queen Elizabeth II and are giving
up their office within the monarchy in Britain. It fol-
lows reports Meghan was deeply unhappy with life
inside the centuries-old institution and increasing
complaints from the couple about media intrusion.
Their shock announcement rocked the royal family,
appearing to blindside the queen and other senior
family members. It led the 93-year-old monarch to
call an emergency summit with her eldest son and heir
Prince Charles, and his two sons Princes William and
Harry, to thrash out the terms of their departure. 

The family eventually agreed the couple, who have
an 11-month-old son Archie, will relinquish their His
or Her Royal Highness titles, and no longer use the
“Sussex Royal” label. They currently use the name for
their popular Instagram account and website, and had
also made dozens of trademark applications with it
for various products. However, they will continue to
be known as the Duke and Duchess of Sussex, their
official titles, and Harry remains sixth in line to the
throne, with no change in the line of succession.

Dream soured
Harry and Meghan’s departure-dubbed “Megxit”

by the British press-is a far cry from 2018, when they
married in a fairytale wedding at Windsor Castle
watched around the world. Meghan, 38, a former TV
actress who is of mixed race, was seen as a breath of
fresh air for the royal family, which is often character-

ized as overly stuffy. But relations with the media
soon soured, with some newspapers accused of ped-
dling offensive racial stereotypes and dishing out un-
fair criticism.

There were also reports of splits within the family,
and a growing rift between Harry and William. Since
revealing their plans, the couple had been living in a
luxury mansion on Canada’s Pacific west coast, visiting
Britain only briefly this month. It had been thought

they would continue to base themselves in Canada.
But the pair are said to have relocated to California by
private jet earlier this month before the United States
closed its northern border because of the coronavirus
outbreak. Meghan grew up in Los Angeles and her
mother, Doria Ragland, still lives there. She also has a
network of friends and work contacts in the city.

Security bill 
The couple’s initial announcement to quit Britain

divided opinion and their move to California comes
after Harry’s father was last week diagnosed as hav-
ing COVID-19. He has now left self-isolation,
Clarence House said on Monday. British royals have
been showing solidarity with health workers fighting
the outbreak, while the queen released a message
saying her family stood ready to play its part in the
national effort. 

“Harry and Meghan have chosen celebrity over
duty,” The Times said in an opinion piece on Monday.
“Making the move to California, and making it now,
only inflames the irritation many feel over the couple’s
actions in recent months,” it added. Meanwhile, the
couple failed to get a warm welcome from US Presi-
dent Donald Trump, whom Harry recently criticized
for his stance on climate change in a hoax phone call. 

Trump said he was “a great friend and admirer of
the Queen and the United Kingdom” but insisted US
taxpayers would not pick up their security bill. “They

must pay!” he wrote on Twitter on Sunday. The pres-
ident’s warning prompted a rare public response from
the couple’s spokeswoman, who said they had “no
plans to ask the US government for security re-
sources”. “Privately-funded security arrangements
have been made.”

Royal Instagram account
Meanwhile, Prince Harry and wife are to take a

break from their royal Instagram account, they an-
nounced Monday as they prepare for life outside the
royal inner circle. “While you may not see us here, the
work continues... We look forward to reconnecting
with you soon. You’ve been great!” the couple wrote
on their “sussexroyal” Instagram account, signing off
informally as Harry and Meghan. The couple are due
to leave the royal frontline on Tuesday, having told
Queen Elizabeth II they wanted to pursue more in-
dependent lives.

“What’s most important right now is the health and
wellbeing of everyone,” they wrote, referring to the
COVID-19 pandemic. “As we can all feel, the world at
this moment seems extraordinarily fragile.” Harry and
Meghan rocked the royal family when they an-
nounced in January they will no longer represent the
monarchy. They will no longer use the titles His and
Her Royal Highness, while the queen and senior offi-
cials were said to have ordered them to stop using
the word “royal” in their branding. — Agencies 

International
Australian govt
enacts sweeping 
lockdown powers Portugal grants migrants residency during pandemic
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LONDON: In this file photo, Britain’s Prince Harry, Duke of Sussex and Meghan, Duchess of Sussex arrive to attend the annual Commonwealth Service at Westminster Abbey in London. President Donald Trump said that the
United States would not pay security costs for Prince Harry and his wife Meghan, appearing to confirm that the royal couple have moved to live in California. —AFP  

‘Megxit’: Harry, Meghan quit royal life
Harry and Meghan sign off royal Instagram account
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CHIANG MAI, Thailand: This handout photo taken on March 28, 2020 shows an elephant foraging for
food next to the Patara Elephant Farm in an area affected by drought. — AFP 

Albania flies 30 
doctors to Italy 
amid virus crisis
TIRANA: Albania, one of the poorest countries in
Europe, flew a team of doctors and nurses to neigh-
boring Italy on Saturday to help it deal with the
coronavirus pandemic as its own cases have yet to
strain the health sector. Prime Minister Edi Rama’s
government assigned 11 million leke ($95,000) to
pay the team of 30 medical staff, who volunteered,
to work for a month in the area of Bergamo, the of-
ficial gazette said.

The Italian Embassy in Tirana confirmed the plane
had left in mid-afternoon carrying the medical team,
adding in a Twitter message; “Thanks to the Albanian
government for this act of solidarity and affection!
#forever united”. Albania has 197 cases of the illness,
with 10 deaths. Italy has more than 86,000 cases, and
its death toll of more than 9,000 is the highest in the
world. Bergamo is the worst hit area.

Italy has helped Albania since it faced a number
of crisis after toppling communism in the late 1980s,
including risk of famine in the early 1990s and anar-
chy in 1997. Tirana sees the medical aid as a chance
to repay the favors, however small its contribution.
Some 400,000 Albanians live and work in Italy,
sending money home to their families as well as in-
vesting savings and expertise gained there to build
businesses back home. Albania has seen the strain
on Italy’s more advanced health system as a stark
warning, and has imposed increasingly strict restric-
tions on social contact on its citizens. — Reuters 


